
STOP 



Early Journal Content on JSTOR, Free to Anyone in the World 

This article is one of nearly 500,000 scholarly works digitized and made freely available to everyone in 
the world by JSTOR. 

Known as the Early Journal Content, this set of works include research articles, news, letters, and other 
writings published in more than 200 of the oldest leading academic journals. The works date from the 
mid-seventeenth to the early twentieth centuries. 

We encourage people to read and share the Early Journal Content openly and to tell others that this 
resource exists. People may post this content online or redistribute in any way for non-commercial 
purposes. 

Read more about Early Journal Content at http://about.jstor.org/participate-jstor/individuals/early- 
journal-content . 



JSTOR is a digital library of academic journals, books, and primary source objects. JSTOR helps people 
discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content through a powerful research and teaching 
platform, and preserves this content for future generations. JSTOR is part of ITHAKA, a not-for-profit 
organization that also includes Ithaka S+R and Portico. For more information about JSTOR, please 
contact support@jstor.org. 



NAGGING WOMEN-A REPLY. 

BY CYRUS EDSON, M. D. 



Mrs. Lynn Linton, in one of those graphic essays published 
some years ago under the title Modem Women comments on 
the curious attitude of women towards criticism, or what they 
accept as being such, of another woman. She describes in 
sentences full of fan the way in which the whole sex rallies to 
the defence, and she laughs over the manner in which the de- 
fenders then become convinced ic is a matter personal to them- 
selves, and end by believing they have been slandered. I con- 
fess to having recalled Mrs. Linton's essay as I read the answers 
to my article on " Nagging Women," as written by Lady Henry 
Somerset, Harriet Prescott Spofford and Marion Harland, pub- 
lished in the North American Review for March. 

The gist of the criticism of my views, as contained in the two 
longer articles, seems to be the following proposition : As there 
are men who are brutal, cruel, unkind, dissipated, and all else 
that is bad ; therefore, women do not nag, or if they nag some- 
times, they are more than justified. In addition to this, there 
are several secondary propositions advanced ; first, that the num- 
ber of women who nag is very small ; second, that men who per- 
mit themselves to be influenced by nagging are weak, and show 
this as Adam showed it when he said, " The woman tempted 
me "; third, that I have upheld the mischievous theory of the 
natural antagonism of the sexes ; fourth, that there are thousands 
ef women who are gentle, kind, affectionate, and good ; fifth, 
that, as it is the business of the physician to cure disease, and as 
nagging is a disease, therefore, I should cure cases of it in place 
of writing about it. These appear in the articles. What does 
not appear except between the lines is the truth pointed out by 
Mrs. Linton, the intolerance women have for that which they 
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consider criticism. In fact, my offense is, I have written about a 
vice or disease which, though rare, is more common among women 
than among men. I know one man who is a perfect fiend of a 
nagger. He makes every person who is connected with him in 
any way miserable, and he is such an utter physical coward that a 
man can no more beat him than he could beat a woman. When 
I say a man, I mean a man, not a brute. And this reminds me. 
It never occurred to me it was necessary I should condemn the 
ducking stool or any other form of physical violence to women, 
and when I wrote it might be well for the naggers themselves if 
they were whipped, I spoke as a physician. Self-restraint is one 
of the best of all remedies for any disease of the brain, and, if a 
whipping would cause a nagging woman to exercise self-restraint, 
it would be the best of all medicine for her. At the same time, 
for fear of being misunderstood, I must confess my own utter 
inability to administer the remedy even were I to have a patient 
I honestly thought needed it. 

Let me take up these objections in their order. The first 
and most important, that which I have called the gist of the 
articles by Harriet Prescott Spofford and Marion Harland, needs 
but to be stated to appear a non sequitur. The proof of the ex- 
istence of a million male liars would not disprove that of one 
female thief. Also, it is true nagging women are not common ; 
that is, there are not many women in whom the habit has be- 
come the disease of which I wrote. This, however, is beside the 
subject. Since 1870 there have been only nine cases of cholera 
in New York City, yet I have written much about cholera. I 
made no attempt in my article to say how many nagging women 
existed, for there are no statistics. Merely as a guess, I should 
think one woman in fifty has the disease in a very mild form 
and one iu five hundred is a hopeless nagger. But I am not in 
the least certain these figures are correct. So far as the men 
who are ruined by nagging women being weak is concerned, this 
is perfectly true. If they were not, they would not be so much 
injured, But it is not the fact that these men lay the blame of 
their ruin on the women and quote Adam's remark. On the 
contrary, and this is one of the strangest things about it all, 
these men never blame the women, in speech at least. In the 
worst cases — one of which I alluded to — they are extravagantly 
fond of their tormentors. In others, where they are driven to 
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drink or other dissipation, they will generally, if questioned, tell 
yon they prefer the saloon to their own houses. The reason is not 
hard to find. A man weak enough to he driven out of his house 
hy a nagging wife is never strong enough to acknowledge her 
tongue is too much for him. He always has that most contempt- 
ible of all kinds of pride, the pride of being master in his house 
and he is fully convinced the woman is the "weaker vessel." 
True, he realizes St. Paul's ideas do not, somehow, work in his 
case and he will acknowledge to himself that before his wife's 
words he is powerless. But under no conceivable circumstances 
— unless he be very ill and weak — will he acknowledge this to 
others. I insert the exception because I remember a case. 

There are few theories or ideas or beliefs for which I, either 
as a man or a physician, have such an absolute contempt as for 
that which is called " the natural antagonism of the sexes "; and 
I must confess my surprise at hearing I had upheld it. To me, 
when a person talks of a natural antagonism between the two 
halves of an apple, he is giving utterance to profound wisdom as 
compared to the statement of the "natural antagonism" between 
men and women. What "antagonism" and why, in the name 
of common sense, "natural"? The two sexes are the compli- 
ments of each other. Together Iney make up the human race. 
The influences at work on them, their interests, physical and 
mental, the objects for which they strive, are identical. So far 
as nature is concerned, every natural taw tends in its operation 
to bring them together, to give effect to this identity of interests. 
There is no antagonism between the sexes, natural or unnatural ; 
the phrase names what does not exist and is nonsense, pure and 
simple. Were there such antagonism the human race would end 
in short order. 

To the objection to my article, which is founded on the ex- 
istence of many thousands of women who are gentle, good, and 
all that we admire, I bow with mingled feelings. No one realizes 
the existence of these good women with more reverence than I ; 
no one can admire and respect them more. Their homes are the 
little heavens on this earth, and happy, indeed, is that man who 
has one of them to bless him. But I do not quite see what their 
existence has to do with the. subject because they never nag. 
May I be permitted to point out that I did not write about these 
women. 
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It is quite true a physician should cure disease if he can, and 
in my time I have had patients I tried to treat for nagging, 
although not under that name. Nervousness, I helieve, was the 
synonym, for "bad temper" would be too distressingly brutal. 
But in these days of sanitary science it is the chief aim of the 
physician to prevent disease. Therefore , when I wrote on nag- 
ging women, I tried to point out to those in whom the disease 
had begun what the end would be, and if I succeeded in making 
one woman stop and think of the point to which scolding might 
bring her, then my article was a success. And I have a hope 
I so succeeded, for unquestionably the article attracted the at- 
tention of women. I know this not alone from the published 
criticisms, but from the letters I received — chiefly, curiously 
enongh, from the West. Really, it was funny. For weeks after 
the publication these letters came, most of them attacking me in 
the most savage way, and showing, if the writers did not nag, it 
was not because words were lacking. I was called a "fool," 
"libeller," "slanderer," "idiot," and by various other epithets 
expressing disagreement with my views. The cream, however, 
was a quotation from Judge (ah, what a gallant orna- 
ment of the Bench that man must be !), who said, after read- 
ing the article, it had "convinced him men could not write 
logically ! " 

I am glad to be able to agree most cordially with one of the 
points made in the published criticisms. It is true a life led in 
the open air as mnch as possible, with more exercise and better 
health conditions, will diminish the nervousness of women, and 
with it the tendency to nag. As I said in the first article, nag- 
ging is often the result of diseased conditions, or of strains on the 
.strength. As those who have done me the honor of reading 
other articles of mine well know, I have long been an advocate 
of exercise and an open-air life for women, and this for other 
reasons. These, or rather their result, better health, will un- 
questionably diminish the temptation to nag, in addition to les- 
sening other evils. But with a woman who is a confirmed nag- 
ger, a " cursed shrew," as Shakespeare calls her, neither exercise 
nor fresh air,. nor any other agency of which we have knowledge, 
will do any good. She must simply he endured by those who 
cannot get away from her. I wonder sometimes whether these 
women realize for a moment how intensely they are detested. 
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One paragraph in the criticism of my article struck me as 
very odd : 

" To have our costume determined by men — for their interests as manu- 
facturers and merchants, and their pride in the personal appearance of their 
women, have combined to do this throughout the centuries." 

Is it possible the costume of women is determined by men ? 
From the days of Juvenal to the present, men have satirized, 
laughed at or denounced the costumes women have worn. I do 
not suppose ten per cent, of the bills from dressmakers since the 
world began have been paid by men without a criticism on the 
styles of women's dress. Time and again have women writers, 
when answering the criticisms of men, told them they knew 
nothing about the subject. I question whether five per cent, of 
the men could even describe a woman's dress if their lives hung 
on their success. And yet, it seems, the men have " determined 
the costume of the women ! " The best criticism of this amaz- 
ing statement, however, was made by a woman who read it : 
" Did men determine women should wear high-heeled shoes or 
corsets, or are these worn to please the men ? " 

In my original article I made a plea for the children who are 
forced to live with nagging women, and I have been somewhat 
surprised not to find in one of the criticisms, published or written, 
a single allusion to these victims. True, we are told of some poor 
little, ones who were so terrorized by a brute of a father they 
could not eat, and of others who feared their fathers like fire. 
These stories are doubtless true, miserably, pitifully true ; but at 
least these children had their mother to go to for comfort and 
sympathy. I would, had I the power, so punish such brutes 
that physical terror, if nothing else, would keep them quiet. 
I have no words strong enough in which to denounce them. 
But still I think the fate of the children of nagging women is 
worse. For them there is no escape; necessarily, they see more of 
the mother, and she is a mother only in name. It is from the 
one person in the world they have the best right to expect love 
that they get nagging. It seems to me there is nothing quite 
as pitiful as the look on the face of such an unfortunate. 

I have said the habit or disease of nagging, although not com- 
mon, is more often found among women than among men. It is 
natural this should be true. In the first place, from the time they 
are small boys, all men are taught words may be followed by blows, 
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whereas very many women go through life absolutely certain they 
are safe, no matter what they may say, from physical violence. 
It is not a question of courage, it is simply common sense, that 
makes men understand unless they consider a thing worth fight- 
ing about, they must' control their speech. Secondly, men, when 
they become angry, have nothing like the fluency of women; as a 
rule, they can only swear. To nag successfully requires a feminine 
cast of mind, and naggers among men are invariably effeminate in 
character. Thirdly, angry men generally show their anger by 
becoming sullen; they " bottle it up." The fact of the matter is, 
men are forced to learn self-control ; if for nothing else, that they 
may succeed in business, and when angry, this knowledge stands 
them in good stead. More than this, the majority of men look with 
considerable contempt on many words. Taciturnity is a charac- 
teristic of the Anglo-Saxon race. These, and other influences, 
all tend to limit the number of naggers among men. It is a curi- 
ous fact, too, that while women detest the habit of nagging in 
other women, men despise it in other men, A nagging man is 
invariably a coward, while a nagging woman may be, and more 
often is, physically brave. A nagging man is the more contempti- 
ble creature, for he invariably nags those weaker than himself or 
those who he believes will not hurt him, while a nagging woman 
generally nags those who are stronger. True, she is generally 
confident she will not be hurt, and in the " war of tongues" she 
has the heavier battalions. 

I am glad this discussion has taken place, because it gives me 
an opportunity to emphasize the danger to those who have be- 
gun to nag. I hope some women reading these articles will seri- 
ously ask themselves whether it is worth while; whether the dan- 
ger of becoming real naggers is not confronting them; whether 
they are willing to look forward to a time when they will be de- 
tested by everyone, and to one when their husbands and children 
will rejoice over their deaths. They can stop now, but it is sure 
that the habit will grow on them until they reach a point 
where they will not be able to stop. If they, after thinking the 
matter over, should decide to curb their tongues, then will this 
discussion have borne good fruit indeed. 

Cyrus Edscw. 



